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After six weeks in office, President Mireya Moscoso's critics say her administration has made
no progress toward its goals. But they also admit there is no money to carry out her proposed
social projects. Much of what she has done is in keeping with campaign promises to undo her
predecessor's work. However, a new agreement permitting US military exercises in Panama
prompted critics to remind her that she also promised to keep the US military out of Panama after
the canal is transferred in December.
An opinion poll taken two weeks into Moscoso's administration showed 70% of respondents had a
"good" or "excellent" impression of her. As Perez Balladares left office, 52.5% of poll respondents
said they had a "good" or "excellent" impression of the outgoing president. Half the respondents
said reducing unemployment and poverty two of Moscoso's major campaign themes were their
highest priorities. The poll also showed that 61% favor a negotiated agreement with the US
permitting some US presence in the country in 2000.
After her first month, several critics concluded that Moscoso had no program. Political opponents
like Martin Torrijos, defeated by Moscoso in the presidential election and now secretary general of
the opposition Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD), said that it was too early to judge, but
"as yet, there is no coherent plan concerning the direction she will take." He added that "there is
nothing significant to resolve the problems of unemployment and poverty."
Likewise, erstwhile political ally and former rival for the presidency Alberto Vallarino (see NotiCen,
1998-11-05) said the country needs new infrastructure projects, but all Moscoso has done is
recommend a bridge over the canal. Nor has the administration proposed new programs for
tourism, agriculture, or other areas, he said.
Former labor minister Mitchell Doens called the administration "incoherent," saying one thing and
doing another. "The say they are going to fight for the poor...but the first thing they do is eliminate
three-day weekend holidays," said Doens. Moscoso's economic promises have been put on hold or
cut back because she took over when the budget was all but spent, depriving her of the resources to
begin new projects.
The first casualty in her promised social program was a US$10 million grant to the Santo Tomas
hospital. In the first days of her administration, Legislative Assembly president Enrique Garrido
told her there was only US$9 million in reserve and that was committed for the construction of a
new building for the Assembly. A report from the Fondo de Emergencia Social (FES) in September
showed that little remained of the US$28.48 million in that fund when Perez Balladares took office in
1994.
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Moscoso may also have to declare an unpopular austerity program to close a US$50-million budget
deficit Perez Balladares left her. Economy Minister Victor Juliao attributed the deficit to the failure of
the previous administration to collect taxes owed. He said the government would seek contingency
funds, cut spending, and embark on an intensive tax-collection campaign to get through until the
2000 budget.
Instead of taking hard- currency loans from international lenders, the government will loan itself
the money by having the social security fund (Caja de Seguro Social) purchase US$150 million in
government bonds. Some in the administration say the bleak financial situation resulted from a
deliberate maneuver by the outgoing president to undermine Moscoso's economic plans.
But former labor minister Doens, a close associate of Perez Balladares, said the Moscoso
administration was using the financial situation as an excuse "to flee from its responsibilities and
promises." To have a "healthy fiscal policy" the government has to be "firm, knowledgeable, and
creative, which seems not to be the case with this government," said Doens.

President's majority in Congress is shaky
By the time Moscoso took office, she had scored a major triumph in the Legislative Assembly by
putting together a coalition with a one-seat majority over the PRD (see NotiCen, 1999-09-09). But in
short order, the coalition developed cracks. Three of the four deputies of one party in the coalition
the Partido Solidaridad (PS) announced they would vote as they pleased and not submit to coalition
discipline. Still, the coalition held together in its first major test. Despite the defection of one deputy,
it was able to elect Alvin Weeden, an associate of Moscoso and a member of her Partido Arnulfista
(PA), as comptroller general.
Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC) deputy Teresa Yaniz reneged on a coalition agreement to give
the office to an Arnulfista, and supported her own candidate. The agreement to join the coalition
"was not a blank check," she said. The coalition was further shaken in early October when the PRD
blocked the confirmation of Carlos Harris as director of the Transportation Authority. With only 64
of the 71 deputies voting, the government coalition failed to muster the necessary majority vote.

Moscoso keeps some promises
With no money to carry out any serious social projects, Moscoso has begun to carry out promises
that cost nothing, mainly undoing what she says are misdeeds of the Perez Balladares years. An
Assembly government committee gave preliminary approval to a bill to abrogate a Perez Balladares
law that established a fifth division (Sala Quinta) of the Corte Suprema de Justicia and to dismiss the
three judges he appointed to it during the last days of his administration (see NotiCen, 1999-07-29).
Customs director Mercedes de Villalaz promised to rid the department of corruption. "My main
goal is to get rid of the image of corruption," she said, adding that she would also be "inflexible" in
fighting contraband and drug trafficking. An administration commission is studying proposals to
abrogate government restriction on the press (leyes mordaza). These gag laws, first enacted in 1978,
give the government broad powers to control the press, including the power to shut newspapers
down. The comptroller general is withholding paychecks from employees of the Assembly who
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could not produce their work credentials, or were not at their posts, or could not satisfactorily
describe their functions.
Assembly president Garrido said that no PRD employees had been fired but that they would
be. "Of course there are going to be firings," he said, recalling that the PRD sacked "our people"
when it was in power. Moscoso has also asked for the resignation of various officials appointed
by her predecessor, most prominently Nicolas Ardito Barletta, head of the Autoridad de la Region
Interoceanica (ARI), the government agency that manages former military bases and other
facilities taken over by Panama from the US. "We hope he understands that he does not enjoy our
confidence," Moscoso said. "We want a serious person in this job and not someone who commits
electoral fraud."
Aside from allegations that the ARI has mismanaged the reverted properties, Moscoso accused
Ardito Barletta of fraud in his defeat of her husband, Arnulfo Arias, in the 1984 presidential election.
Ardito Barletta said he will remain in his post, but in any case, his term expires in mid-2000.
Moscoso faces complex problems in US relations In late September, accusations from the opposition
flew when Foreign Minister Jose Miguel Aleman announced that contingents of the US National
Guard would begin "civic-action" programs in Panama next year. The announcement came after
Moscoso returned from talks in the US with Southern Command chief Gen. Charles Wilhelm.
Vice Minster of Education Gerardino Batista said that, in the first civic-action project, the Minnesota
National Guard will work with the ministry to provide equipment and supplies to schools in the
province of Panama. Moscoso had promised the US military would not return to Panama after the
canal and all US bases are turned over in December. Both she and Perez Balladares had rejected
US proposals for a multilateral anti-drug center in Panama, calling it a disguised military base (see
NotiCen, 1998-06-11, 1998-07-09, 1998-10-01).
PRD leaders now say Moscoso's approval of civic-action projects is inconsistent with her campaign
rhetoric and with the 1997 Torrijos-Carter Treaties. PRD president Balbina Herrera said Moscoso
was using a double standard in agreeing to the program. She said Perez Balladares permitted such
exercises when the US had legal rights in Panama, but Moscoso has agreed to them after those
rights will have expired. For his part, Martin Torrijos suggested the only role for the US military
in Panama was to decontaminate its military bases. Meanwhile, reminders of US strategic interest
in Panama have renewed concerns about possible heavy-handed tactics by the US to maintain its
influence in Panama.
In September, the daily El Panama America reported sources in Washington as saying Attorney
General Janet Reno rather than President Bill Clinton or a diplomat would represent the US at
the ceremonies commemorating the turnover of the canal. Some observers took the presence at
the ceremonies of the top US law-enforcement official as a signal that the new era in Panama-US
relations would be marked by US pressure on security issues. The sources said Reno would take up
with Moscoso such matters as drug trafficking, money laundering, and violence spilling into Panama
from Colombia.
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In an Oct. 5 press conference, US Rep. Bob Barr (R-GA) said "communist China" had control
of ports at both ends of the canal "with power to decide who enters and exits." He presented a
petition with 250,000 signatures from citizens he said supported a "continued American presence
in Panama." Barr favors legislation in Congress asking Clinton to request that Moscoso nullify its
contract with the Hong Kong- based Hutchinson Whampoa company (see NotiCen, 1996-09-05)
to run the ports of Balboa and Cristobal and to negotiate new security arrangements for Panama.
Marco Ameglio, chair of the Assembly's foreign relations committee, said there was no possibility of
renegotiating the Torrijos-Carter Treaties. He said Barr's statement was a last-minute attempt to stir
up public fears in the US about the canal turnover. (Sources: Notimex, 09/19/99, 09/20/99, 09/24/99,
09/26/99, 09/30/99, 10/02/99, 10/06/99; El Panama America, 09/03/99, 09/04/99, 09/10/99, 09/21/99,
09/24/99, 09/28/99, 09/29/99, 10/01/99, 10/02/99, 10/05/99, 10/07/99, 10/08/99)

-- End --
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